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What Is the West Bend Iowa , 
Grotto? And Why? 

The ever-increasing inquiries of the visiting public, 
and the fact that the builder is too much preoccupied to 
answer in detail the various proposed questions, has ne¬ 
cessitated a short written explanation of the Grotto of the 
Redemption at West Bend, Iowa. 

I shall endeavor to give a short but adequate reply to 
the foremost questions advanced. 

As the traveler on the Continent winds his way 
through the Appennines and the Pyrenees, he beholds 
“caves, or caverns, in the steep mountain side, in solid 
bed-rock, wide open to the world, evidently produced by 
volcanic contortions of the earth.” Some of these caverns 
contain natural crystal formations, caused by the trickling 
of water through crevices. These caverns are called 
Grottoes; the word being borrowed from the Italian lan¬ 
guage. These grottoes differ from caves, strictly so 
called, in that the latter are hidden, save for a narrow 
entrance, and widen out in the bowels of the earth, while 
the interior of the grottoes is visible at first sight. 

In the middle ages the shepherds, both men and wo¬ 
men, attending their flocks on the mountain sides would 
frequent these recesses for prayer when it was impossible 
for them to attend public worship, and thus satisfied their 
religious obligations. During portions of the year they 
were incapable of attending divine services with the other 
Christians in the valley churches. Hearing the church 
bells below, they would on Sundays retire for an hour or 
so to these natural grottoes in the mountain sides, to 
commune with God, by reciting prayers. The more spirit¬ 
ually inclined of these shepherds adorned the interiors of 
these grottoes with pictures of our Lord and His Virgin 
Mother, placing them over small altars to give them the 
appearance of a church’s sanctuary. From time to time 
the Bishop of the district sent a priest to these recesses 
to hold religious services and to preach the Gospel to these 
shepherd folk. This is how grottoes became connected 
with religion. 



Why do grottoes serve as religious shrines and draw 
pilgrimages from near and far? Many visitors to West 
Bend ask this question. 

In the preceding paragraph I mentioned the fact that 
the shepherds used these natural recesses as religious 
shrines. I shall now endeavor to show why and how these 
grottoes of nature influenced the building of replicas of 
them by the hand of man. 

The vigil of the shepherd is lonely, undisturbed by 
the affairs, excitement and the commercial urge that is 
the lot of his brother of the world. Accordingly many of 
them essayed necessarily also the temptations and sin 
which are the daily inheritance of the man of affairs. On 
the lonely mountains his thoughts naturally drifted to 
things spiritual. The Lord himself sought the mountains 
alone to pray. It would seem that, because of the shepherd’s 
effort to be in a more close communion with God, in prayer 
and thought, God Himself vouchsafed to entertain a more 
loving and direct communication with him, than He would 
with a soul distracted by the whims and cares of the world. 
Again, the reverence of the shepherd for the Immaculate 
Mother of the Saviour assumed a well-defined form of 
devotion to her; so much so that actual appearances of 
Mary, the mother of Christ, to the saintly shepherd at 
prayer, have been investigated and the facts established 
beyond a doubt. A loud and living instance of this took 
place at the grotto of Lourdes, located in the Pyrenees 
of southern France, where an apparition of the Mother 
of Christ to a saintly shepherd girl Bernadette Soubirous 
took place. To this day pilgrimages from the world over 
gather here, cripples and those hopelessly diseased are 
brought and in many instances, instantaneous and per¬ 
manent cures are wrought. This fact has been attested 
to by physicians and sightseers who make no profession 
of the Christian faith. Religion is thus awakened in 
many souls. We may mention here that many grottoes 
imitating in form that of Lourdes have been erected. 

Of all the questions voiced by the visiting public, none 
perhaps is so outstanding as the following: What purpose 
should the grotto at West Bend serve? The designed 
purpose of the “Grotto of Redemption,” now under con¬ 
struction by Rev. P. M. Dobherstein, is to tell in silent 
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stone made eloquent the story of man’s fall and of his 
redemption by Christ the Saviour of the world. All ages 
and countries of the Christian era have produced their 
beautiful edifices, pointing with their mighty spires the 
way to God. Worthy houses of divine worship are being 
erected everywhere today, but it may be well to remember 
that Christ on earth did not avail Himself of the conven¬ 
ience of the temple in Jerusalem, which after all would 
have proved altogether too small to contain the number 
of men that followed Him. He chose rather the quiet 
hillside, to pour forth His heavenly doctrine. Outstand¬ 
ing among the Saviour’s preaching is the famed “Sermon 
on the Mount.” 

The builder of the grotto at West Bend hopes by 
visualizing the fundamentals of the Christian religion, to 
induce the visiting public not to be idle hearers only but 
to be contemplative thinkers and courageous doers of the 
word of Christ. The heart is very often moulded better 
through the eye than through the ear. There can be no 
question—to judge from the stream of interested visitors 
who visit this grotto every year, though it is only half 
completed—that all comers in the future will be spiritually 
benefitted when the completed work shall speak for itself. 
The builder has undertaken this work in the spirit of the 
Psalm: “I shall be satisfied when Thy glory shall 
appear.” 

It is well worthy of mention that over 886,000 people 
from all parts of the country have already visited the 
Grotto of the Redemption. No pretenses are made to 
affect cures of the sick, but the Grotto will be bound to 
have this lasting effect, namely, that the visitor will 
henceforth aim to love and serve God better. 

Besides this religious object, the spiritual improve¬ 
ment of the people, the builder has yet a second object in 
mind. He is adorning this shrine with precious stones, 
ores, minerals, fossils, petrifications, corals and shells 
from the whole United States and its bordering lands and 
waters. The additional value therefore consists in this 
that the Grotto will exhibit in artistic settings the most 
complete geological collection in the United States. To 
obtain this end Father Dobberstein personally visits every 
state of the Union gathering whatever precious material 
may be found in its borders. He estimates that he will 




have traveled 127,000 miles before the necessary materials 
will have been collected. Those visitors who lack the 
facility of travel may here see what our country produces 
in this line (stones, petrifications, corals, etc.) due to the 
fact that the most perfect specimens of each will have been 
collected into one place. Think of the cost of express and 
freight to carry the tons of material already in place. But, 
let it not be forgotten, that they are to glorify God whose 
power has made them. We read in the Book of Daniel, 
“The fire, the hail; the snow and the ice; and the whole 
host of creatures shall serve the Lord.” 

The present structure has taken ten years and 
eleven days at ten hours a day up to April 1, 1938, to build, 
while yet three years and six months of actual work re¬ 
main to be done. Thirty-six carloads of selected materials 
have already been placed; twenty-eight remained to be 
gathered. Ninety-seven pieces of finely carved statuary of 
Carrara marble, taken from the Appennines in Italy, will 
help to adorn the structure, and to symbolize the funda¬ 
mental story of the Redemption. Estimated costs, if all 
materials and labor required were to be paid for would 
total one-half million dollars. Experts, however, have 
rated the completed Grotto to have an art value of 
$ 1 , 000 , 000 . 00 . 

We now come to the last and perhaps the most im¬ 
portant consideration, namely, the plan of the Grotto of 
the Redemption. It is not for the writer of this sketch to 
give an elaborate and exhaustive narration of the plan of 
the Grotto; it is not his purpose to review the symbolisms 
and to explain their meanings and settings in exhaustive 
detail. This must be the work of a more skilled pen which 
shall be instrumental in placing before the public, a book 
which will visualize every detail, every symbol and will 
satisfy even the most ardent critics. As has been stated, 
the writer’s purpose is to answer the common questions 
of visitors and to give a short but adequate explanation 
of the Grotto of the Redemption. 

The plan, which the visiting public is as yet unable 
to appreciate, is far greater than anyone would wish to' 
give the builder credit for. All that can be said is that, 
“the workman is greater than his work.” 

The Grotto is called “Grotto of the Redemption” be¬ 
cause it tells “in silent stone made eloquent” the history 


of man’s fall and his redemption by Jesus Christ. In 
order that a logical sequence may be observed we shall 
begin our narration of the plan with that section of the 
Grotto called the Garden of Eden. 

The Garden of Eden runs true to the Bible story, 
placing in prominence the living figures which played an 
active part in this deciding drama: man’s fall and his re¬ 
demption. Here the tree of life, constructed in stone, may 
be seen standing in a prominent position. The tempter 
disguised as a serpent will be designed along a wall wind¬ 
ing around the tree. Underneath the tree will appear the 
inscription: “Paradise Lost.” The gate of paradise is 
depicted on the top of the walls. Here the figures of 
Adam, of Eve and of the Angel will be placed. The latter 
can be seen holding a flaming sword, in the act of driving 
cur first parents from paradise. Eve’s head is bowed and 
her eyes downcast, whereas Adam shields his eyes with 
his hand, and casts them upon the hill of Calvary, symbol¬ 
ical of the promise given him after the fall. The tops 
of the three walls of this section are covered with flowers 
and at both corners, beautifully designed flower vases can 
be seen. 

In order to continue in established chronological se¬ 
quence, another phase in the redemption of man will be 
pictured in the Stable of Bethlehem. In this shrine the 
builder hopes to embody the truths concerning the Incar¬ 
nation, as they are found in the Gospels. This structure 
will differ in detail from the niche that is being completed 
in the church. This has for its purpose the glorious repre¬ 
sentation of the Incarnation, whereas the Grotto is 
destined to depict the humble birth of Christ. We shall 
speak of the niche in the church (to a greater extent) 
later. 

The annex on the south side depicting the Passion 
of Christ, is to be far more beautiful than the present 
structure. Many have said that this is impossible, but 
when we consider that the annex is for the most part, 
built out of materials taken from the lowlands, we cannot 
fail to appreciate the fact that a greater and far more 
harmonious spectacle will present itself when the various 
colored stones of the Rocky Mountain region will blend 
with the mosaics of the Venetian masters. This part of 
the Grotto depicts the sufferings Jesus endured, from the 
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time of His condemnation by Pilate until the grave claim¬ 
ed His body. Here will be told the story of the “Prayer 
in the Garden;’’ the consummation of the sacrifice on Cal¬ 
vary’s Mount, and lastly, the glorious Resurrection, the 
crowning episode in the life of our Lord. 

The tomb of our Lord will be a masterpiece wrought 
by the hand and patience of a genius. It will resemble 
every detail the caves produced by nature. In recess will 
be seen a tomb wrought from select crystals, the interior 
of which shall be lined with Venetian mosaic. The cover 
will be seen lying half way down, while the figure of an 
angel will be found sitting on one end of the open tomb. 
In a recess in the north wall, the life size figure of Christ 
will be standing, holding high the Easter banner, pro¬ 
claiming His victory over death and the grave. The en¬ 
tire ceiling will be composed of stalactites, taken from the 
Ozark mountains. I must ask you to imagine this beauty 
realized. 

We now come to the Grotto proper, the culmination, 
as it were, of a series of historic scenes. How shall we 
describe it? Can words produce effects where pictures 
fail? It may be said that the Grotto beggars all descrip¬ 
tion. It must be seen to be realized. However, once hav¬ 
ing seen it, a few remarks may help to visualize the sym¬ 
bols portrayed. Let us review the scenes in the eyes of 
the builder. 

The Grotto proper takes the leading part—it is, I 
may say, the visualization of the entire work in one, con¬ 
crete whole, a focusing of all the parts in a unit. This 
will be brought out more clearly as we proceed. The Grotto 
is composed of three semi-circles, rising from the floor 
and towering together into a dome. The three semi-circles 
are symbolical of the Blessed Trinity, the Father, the Son 
and the Holy Ghost. The dome which towers above the 
structure is symbolical of the unity of the Deity—Unity 
in Trinity. 

The east semi-circle depicts a window of rich stained 
glass, representing the messenger of God, the Archangel 
Gabriel, who breaks the news to the Virgin Mary that she 
is to be the Mother of God. 

The south half-circle shows in a beautiful niche with 
gentle green background, the Madonna and Child. Be¬ 
neath the statue lies a crystal fountain. Two streams 





wind their way through narrow stone channels into this 
fountain. These streams are symbolical of the two na¬ 
tures in Christ, the divine and human. Above this niche 
is seen the star of Bethlehem, with the tail of a comet 
rising in the ceiling. At the extreme end of the tail we 
read the word “AVE,” which means “hail” or “blessed.” 
This was the salutation used by the Archangel when he 
greeted the Virgin. It refers to Mary, the woman chosen 
by God to give to the world a Redeemer. The word “AVE” 
if read backwards, signifies “EVA,” the woman of sin. 
Mary, the Virgin mother of Christ, is the woman of virtue. 

The third semi-circle is often termed the “Cross Sec¬ 
tion.” Here all the instruments of torture; the emblems 
of crucifixion are visible. Here can be seen the cross, the 
hammer, the nails, the tongs, the lance and the stick 
with the sponge. Above the cross the crown of thorns, as 
well as the inscription ordered by Pilate, “Jesus of Naz¬ 
areth, King of the Jews.” Also above the cross the figure 
of the sun has been placed signifying Christ, “The Sun 
of Justice,” as He has been called by St. John in the 
Apocalypse. The same St. John also speaks of the mother 
of Christ, comparing her immaculate beauty to the luster 
of the moon, moonlight from her son. The crescent has 
therefore been placed over the window in the east half¬ 
circle to remind us of her Immaculate Conception. 

The ceiling of the Grotto has an opening lined with 
a crystal ring ten feet in diameter. A dome twenty-six 
feet high of select stones is to be constructed over this 
opening. Upon the ring a beautiful gallery of columns, 
beset with adorning angels will be modeled. 

The interior of the dome will be made to look like 
the canopy of heaven at night. Azurite, studded with gold 
stars, will be used to bring out the desired effect. Beneath 
the highest point of the ceiling a strong electric light will 
shine in a basket of colored prism glass. This light will 
throw a gentle hue of green over the window section be¬ 
low, a gentle red over the cross section and a blending 
white over the entrance. The Grotto will have a display 
of forty-six electric lights. 

Of equally delicate execution will be the exterior of 
the dome. It will crown the entire structure. Half col¬ 
umns shall be seen lying side by side against the wall. To 
the four winds, east, west, north and south, will stand 





four beautifully worked gables projecting three and one- 
half feet and resting on full columns, thus forming beau¬ 
tiful canopies. In these four niches the four evangelists, 
St. Matthew, St. Mark, St. Luke and St. John, will be 
placed. They are to remind us of the mission which 
Christ entrusted to His disciples, “Going therefore teach 
all nations.” The floor around the dome, over the ceiling 
of the Grotto, shall be constructed of pure white terra 
cotta. 

Over the arched front entrance of the Grotto a little 
above the inscription in white calcite stone, “Grotto of 
the Redemption,” a stump Spanish gable is visible. A 
special design, an open gate, has been constructed, sym¬ 
bolical of the “Gate of Heaven.” A life-sized figure of our 
Lord has been placed within the open gate. He stands 
there in the attitude of “Jesus Pleading,” making an ap¬ 
peal to men. “Come to me all you that are laden and 
heavily burdened.” 

At each side of our Lord’s figure, on the two large 
pillars, the statues of St. Peter and Paul are to be placed. 
The entire statuary of the Grotto will be of the famed 
Carrara marble, chiseled and imported from Italy. 

In front of the Grotto a fountain has been erected. 
Upon the pedestal the statue of the Archangel Michael 
will be placed, holding in his hand, with arm raised, a 
lance, as it were, in the act of slaughtering one of the 
dragons below. Two dragons, worked out in stone, will 
be seen lying at the base of the pedestal. These dragons 
shall be of immense size rising from six inches at the 
base to six feet at the head. This fountain is to represent 
the “Fall of the Angels.” 

Two things yet remain that are of interest to the 
visitor. The first, the memorial fountain; the second, the 
Christmas Chapel, both of which are in the process of 
construction. The latter is being worked out in a niche 
within the church. As it is the last object that is likely 
to fall under the visitor’s gaze, we shall here treat briefly 
of the memorial fountain. 

To the casual sightseer this fountain, except for its 
delicate design, appears no more out of the ordinary than 
the many fountains that he may have viewed at parks or 
lake resorts. The student of art, however, viewing both 
the immensity of the project as well as the beauty of the 











present work, has a nobler idea. The artist, he and he 
alone, can realize the completed project. To him then do 
we turn for an explanation. 

The present work is but a shadow of what is yet to 
come. The fountain is to be a soldiers’ memorial, which 
when completed will vie with any in the United States, 
yes, even in the world. A brief explanation will suffice. 
It stands in front of the great church. 

In the center resting on a solid base, a six-foot cube 
is to be erected, on which the names of the soldiers of the 
West Bend district who fought in the World War, are to 
be placed in bronzed letters. These names will occupy 
two sides. On the front side the American flag will be 
visible, constructed out of mosaic. On the nose below a 
bronze eagle will stand. Another cube, two feet in height 
and one foot narrower, will rest on the one already men¬ 
tioned. On this cube one may read the ideals of the Amer¬ 
ican citizen—Liberty, Equality, Humanitv and Justice. 
Resting on this cube will be an obelisk twenty-six feet in 
height. Two bridges span the fountain and lead up to the 
monument. On the east and outer side of the memorial 
the words “United we stand” are visible; whereas on the 
west side the inscription will be concluded, “Divided we 
fall.” 

I shall close this sketch with a short explanation 
of the niche under construction in the church. This niche 
is to be a Christmas chapel. The most beautiful and pre¬ 
cious stones that can be found in the Americas will be 
placed herein. So much so that this niche will, when com¬ 
pleted, be valued in actual stone and labor costs at $25,000. 
On hand now is a large amethyst from the Andes moun¬ 
tains, weighing three hundred pounds, and possessing a 
value of $5,000.00, will be placed in the niche. Here the 
crib, constructed of beautiful stone and coral specimens, 
is visible. In it the Babe will lie. The figure of His 
mother Mary, foster father St. Joseph, and the shep¬ 
herds, herding their flocks, will be visible. A mountain 
scene will be constructed from scoria rock, taken from 
the Bad Lands, with a rivulet running through it. Four 
mountain rams are to be seen. The first with a wayward 
look, designating the soul that knows no God. The sec¬ 
ond, coming to the stream, symbolizing the soul seeking 
God. A third arrived at the stream, signifying the soul 










that has found God. While yet another will be seen lying 
beside the stream, portraying the favored soul, the one in 
the religious state. Remember that this niche is to repre¬ 
sent the glorification of the Incarnation. 

With this the writer has fulfilled his purpose, to give 
a short but adequate explanation of the Grotto. So many 
people have said: “Father, why don’t you first finish the 
Grotto before you begin the fountain?” Others say, “Do 
you even intend to complete the Grotto?” These and other 
questions are asked daily. 

In answering the first, allow me to say that the col¬ 
lection of stones sometimes, and very often, is disappoint¬ 
ing, the collecting tedious and a long drawn out task. 
If they could be obtained in order lots from some dealer, 
the work would be rendered easy. But when stone both of 
supreme quality and sufficient quantity cannot be had 
the work, at a certain point, must be abandoned until 
suitable material can be obtained. Rather than remain 
idle because of the lack of material for a certain part, 
Father Dobberstein begins another project which can be 
constructed of materials at hand. Again, the financial 
question comes in here. The builder sacrifices all his own 
funds to finance the greater part of the work. Small do¬ 
nations, the selling of pictures and refreshments also help 
to provide the means to carry on the work. 

Those who ask the good priest whether or not he 
hopes to finish the work are rather lacking in patience. 
If anything is uncertain, it is the course of man’s life on 
earth. However, all things working together, with the 
help of Almighty God, Father Dobberstein will be present 
at the dedication of the Grotto of the Redemption when 
completed. 

The builder follows a definite and original plan as 
outlined in this sketch. 

With this the writer will close the explanation and 
lay down his pen, until another more worthy shall come 
who will pick it up again, and place before the public a 
detailed account of the “Grotto of the Redemption,” West 
Bend, Iowa. 




